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GOOD THUNDER! 


ITS EARLY HISTORY, AND ITS PRESENT, 
ITS SOCIETIES, CHURCHES AND SCHOOLS! 
ITS INDUSTRIES, ITS PROSPECTS 
AND ITS CITIZENS. 


The following was printed as a series of articles in the Good Thunder Herald 
newspaper on Jan. 4, 18, & 25, 1893. Spelling and punctuation has not been 
changed. 


The village of Good Thunder lies beautifully situated among the oak groves on the 
plateaus above the West bank of the Maple river, in the township of Lyra, being very 
near the center of Blue Earth county and centrally located in the richest agricultural 
districts of Minnesota. Strangers after admiring the beautiful surroundings and 
picturesque scenery invariably ask this question. “Why did you give such a pretty 
place such a horrid name as Good Thunder?” it has often been explained why, and we 
will do so again for the benefit of our numerous readers. 

Back in the year 1862 the tract of land now occupied by. this village was a part and 
parcel of the Winnebago Indian Reservation which. comprised six townships of Blue 
Earth county. This reservation was largely composed of timber which skirted the 
Maple, Cobb, LeSueur and Blue Earth rivers. Between ‘these timber skirted streams 
lay an open prairie unsurpassed for fertility and richness of soil and this was the home 
of two thousand Winnebago Indians. Here they fished in the numerous lakes and 
rivers and hunted deer and game in the forests, while ducks, geese and prairie chicken 
were in superabundance. The Indians were protected in this “Garden of Eden” by the 
strong arm of the government and held the tract of land as their own. The tribe settled 
in different portions of the reservation—each bank being under the control of one or 
more chiefs. One band of several hundred were under the control of a chief named 
“Good Thunder,” and they settled on the present site of the village and built their 
“teepee” village, the chief having a house built by the government. Here we find 
them quietly settled in 1860—61 and ’62 farming the rich bottom lands (now owned 
by R. L. Houk, Esq.) raising corn and cereals for winter, fishing and hunting during 
summer and fall. 

The government had established a main road from the south “Good Thunder’s” 
domain, to Mankato, crossing the Maple river at what was then known as “Good 
Thunder’s Ford.” All the old settlers of those days well remember the intelligence 
and friendship of the old chief who used to converse with the passers by, often trading 
horses with some emigrant and his dealings were always honorable and just. Thus 
matters ran along until 1862 when the outbreak occurred among the Sioux on their 
reservation on the upper Minnesota by which thousands of men, women and children 
were massacred or carried into captivity. The Sioux sent emissaries into the 


reservation to arouse the Winnebagos to assist them to drive the whites from the State 
across the Mississippi river. Several councils of war were held at Good Thunder’s 
headquarters, the younger braves demanding an alliance with the Sioux and sweep the 
country, but the old chief counseled against warlike action and forbade their listening 
to the Sioux promises, telling them that the “Great Father at Washington” had always 
dealt kindly with them; that their white neighbors were their friends; and he could not 
listen to their murderous designs, but a young ambitious sub-chief had formed a 
conspiracy with the younger braves to rise in their might and at a given time slaughter 
and pillage the entire surrounding country. One of Good Thunder’s faithful followers 
overhead the plotting and informed the chief of their evil designs and fearing that he 
could no longer retain them, he (Good Thunder) and his true friends immediately 
mounted their ponies and flew through the settlement giving the alarm and advising 
the settlers to flee the country which advice was quickly heeded. The battle of New 
Ulm being disasterous to the Sioux they retreated and the Winnebago malcontents did 
not carry out their evil intentions. This one act of “Chief Good Thunder” endeared 
him to our people and they are taught to revere his memory by naming the village for 
him and when a stranger asks why the name is given the village the foregoing 
narrative will answer. Good Thunder and his tribe were bought out by the 
government and removed to Nebraska the following year and their reservations 
thrown open to settlement. 

In 1870 J. A. Willard, Clark Thompson and James Hubble conceived the idea of 
building a railroad from Mankato to Wells to intersect the Southern Minnesota 
division of the Chicago, Milwaukee & St. Paul railway for the purpose of developing 
this rich and fertile valley and also to make an outlet for the varied industries of 
Mankato—‘Southern Minnesota’s Metropolis!” The contract was let, bonds voted 
road bed graded prior to January 1871. Said parties contracted with Levi Houk for an 
undivided half of eighty acres for a townsite, the same covering the original Good 
Thunder Indian village. O. D. Brown, civil engineer, platted and had recorded a 
village plat calling it Good Thunder. This was in the early part of November, 1870, J. 
G. Graham and C. B. Frazier who were engaged in the mercantile business at Garden 
City bought the first lot, hauled lumber by team from Mankato and built a small store 
16x24 and the carpenter who built it was afterwards the efficient Judge B. F. Webber 
of the Brown County Judicial District Court of New Ulm. J. G. Graham and wife 
moved into their new house Nov. 30", 1870, and were the only residents of the 
village until February 1871, when L. E. Saxton and son John built a store buildin 
16x24 and opened it as a drug store. J. G. Graham opened his store December 3 ; 
1870, dealing in general merchandise, the first load of goods being hauled free gratis 
from Mankato by Earl Blossom, Esq., who desired to have it pass into history of the 
town that he hauled the first load of goods to Good Thunder. The first sales were a 
broom, pail and dipper to Marion Hill, Esq., for the school house during the winter. 
“Graham’s Store” was the center of attraction for all the young bloods about the 
country and many were the side-splitting stores and jokes perpetrated on some 
innocent, inoffensive young man who happened to have a girl. It was quite frequent 
that midnight would find some hilarious joker refilling his pipe from “Graham’s Free 
Tobacco” and commence to regail the audience with some stale old story that he had 
told for the thirtieth time to the same crowd. When the proprietor would shout rats 
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and say it is bed time they would with a shrug of the shoulders and perhaps an oath 
about the snow or weather, start for home only to stay a few hours and then return. 
Thus it was until Saxton opened the drug store and then the headquarters changed. 

In the latter part of February the two familes were reinforced by A. S. Handy who 
opened a blacksmith shop. He was a famous story teller and when once wound up 
never let up until his audience had all disappeared for a quiet rest. Saxton used to 
hold mock court and Graham and Handy pettifog some alleged misdeameor which 
was a diversion for the boys. Graham in order to get the good will of the court, would 
always boast of his being one of the oldest citizens and never forgetting to add, 
although at that time he was “old decrepit,” there had been a time when he was the 
handsomest man in town to which Handy would add yes, the only one “and more to.” 

Now comes the spring of 1871 with an expectation of the railroad being completed. 
We passed through summer, fall came and several families had moved into our 
village and built them a house or some place of business. B. S. Hawes built a store 
22x40 and his son Charles opened it with a general stock. He built a hall overhead 
and the following winter was spent very socially in dancing. During the spring of 
1871 the people felt the need of postal facilities and a petition was sent to Washington 
to have a route established and also a post office at Good Thunder. J. G. Graham was 
appointed by the post-office department as postmaster at a salary of $12 per year and 
mail service ordered “semi-monthly” via Minnesota Lake route to Mankato, 
frequently the streams would be so swollen that six weeks would elapse before the 
mail carrier would put in an appearance. A little incident that happened in connection 
with the postal facilities is perhaps worthy of mention. In the spring of 1871, the mail 
carrier in attempting to ford the Maple River during high water was carried 
downstream horse cart and mail bags, and was with difficulty saved from drowning: 
his mail sack was swept away with its contents, containing several valuable 
Registered Packages and was recovered by some fishermen about one mile below 
three months later, buried in the mud, contents were soaked, but money safe. In 1872 
Chas. Hawes was appointed postmaster. 

Owing to financial embarrassment the railroad was not yet completed, and various 
rumors floated in the air that it never would be built, but not-withstanding our village 
had become quite a trading center and people had faith that it would become a village 
if they never had a railroad. The trade was good, people kept building so that by the 
spring of ’74 there was a population of seventy five or eighty. During this year the 
railroad was completed, iron laid and cars running prior to October 1%, 1874. 
Graham, Cargill & Col, and Wood each built a grain warehouse. John Paul stocked 
up a lumber yard, new stores opened, hotel, butcher shop, saloons, etc., made their 
appearance. Graham bought all the wheat that year for Cargill & Dee 
Christianson & Co., no other houses being open. D. E. Hardy was the first railroad 
agent and the railroad boys perpetrated a joke on him on the first day’s service. He 
asked the brakeman how they produced the red signal light that he was ordered to 
provide. Said the brakeman, with a wicked leer, send in your requisition to 
headquarters for some “red oil.” He sent for one gallon of “red oil” and never will 
hear the last of it from railroad men. 

In 1875 an iron bridge across the Maple was constructed one half a mile to the east, 
over which Mrs. Philo Drury was the first woman to drive across. In 1876 the 


Lutheran society build a commodius house of worship. In 1878 J. G. Graham, 
studying the needs of the town, enlarged his store to 40x40 and built in connection his 
hotel--the Graham House--62x50, two stories high with hall attachment 24x50 and 
threw it open to the public with a grand ball, July 4" 1877. This well known 
hostelry, under the supervision of its protector, really was the foundation for a 
flourishing and prosperous village. The Ewing addition was platted and added to the 
town. Catholic Church and a store and a dozen of houses erected thereon, besides 
several business and other buildings on the original plat. Poor crops followed and put 
a stop to building until 1884 when a brick yard was started by Aug. Kuehne who 
manufactured a few brick and of them B. S. Hawes built the first brick house in the 
vicinity. In 1885 Henry Wiedenheft built a brick boot and shoe store, H. C. Darge a 
fine residence and J. G. Graham a brick store and addition to his hotel. In 1886 Chas. 
Sohre and F. C. Darge tore down their old stores and built a fine block of double 
stores 48x75. Aug. F. Wendlandt built a double brick store 44x60. All of these were 
built of brick manufactured at our village which for color and quality are unexcelled. 
This same year the Baptist society built a fine church and the Adventists also erected 
a house of worship, both being frame buildings. In 1887 A. F. Wendlandt, J. J. 
Ziegler and J. B. Mechelke built a brick block with 75 feet frontage by 50 feet which 
is divided into three stores with tenement rooms in second story. An addition known 
as Barnard’s Addition was platted and added to the village upon which were built an 
elegant brick residence and nine frame houses within the year. In 1888 and ’89 
several new houses were built, barns, sheds, ware-houses and general repairs were 
numerous. In 1890 a 2" Lutheran Church was built on the Barnard addition, also a 
$6000 creamery which has manufactured in ’91 — ’92 over 100,000 pounds of fine 
creamery butter. 

In 1891, the 2" day of Sept., appeared for public inspection the first copy of a home 
paper, the Good Thunder Herald edited and managed by its present editor and 
proprietor F. H. Griffin. We have earnestly striven in the interest of the town and 
endeavored to deal justly with all. Whether we have so succeeded or not, we leave 
our readers to judge. As a success, honestly we believe the enterprise has not been 
appreciated as much as it should, and financially there has been nothing in it, but we 
trust our citizens will awake ‘ere long to the necessity of supporting and assisting this 
enterprise in ever possible manner. 

The first sight which welcomes the eyes of a stranger as he comes into this growing 
little village via the Chicago, Milwaukee and St. Paul railway is its beautiful situation, 
seated on the rolling hills and surrounded by fine natural groves which gives the place 
an especial attractive appearance. 


DRAINAGE 

The site being high furnishes ample drainage in almost every direction, thus making 
Good Thunder a remarkably healthy place. Just east of town a few rods flows the 
beautiful Maple river a little stream which adds much to the granduer and appearance 
of the place. The river is spanned by one of those substansial iron bridges with which 
Blue Earth county abounds, also by the C. M. & St. P. railway. Two miles west of 
the village the Blue Earth River courses through the prairie furnishing a splendid 
water power on which is built the Cable Mill whose ponderous water wheel converts 


thousands of bushels of wheat into extra flour each year. There are two fine iron 
bridges that span this stream built by the county on roads leading to this village. 


OUR SCHOOLS 
The village boasts of the finest Public School Building in the county, built and 
completed in 1892, at a cost of $8000. It is solid brick, contains four rooms, all 
finished in modern style and heated by a furnace. The Faculty are giving eminent 
satisfaction and are Prof. A. T. Stilwell of River Falls, Wis., Principal; Chas Hawes 


and Miss. Alice Roberts, Intermediate and Primary. The enrollment exceeds one 
hundred. 


FIRST REAL ESTATE TRANSACTION 

The following information as regards the first real estate transfer was furnished by 
Mr. John Pearson, of Pipestone, under date of Jany. 20" 1893. 

In November 1865, Senator Wilkinson, Capt. J. J. Thornton, Levi Houk and myself, 
drove from Mankato to the present site of Good Thunder. Sloped in the edge of the 
woods where we could overlook the beautiful valley. While admiring the 
magnificent landscape with not a house or building of any kind to be seen in any 
direction, Mr. Houk asked me for a knife, after procuring it he cut from his clothing a 
One Thousand Dollar ($1000) Bill, handed it to Senator Wilkinson, saying at the 
same time, I will take three quarters at $3000. As far as I know this was the first sale 
ever made in Good Thunder. 

John Pearson 

We now approach the present year, 1893. To convince you that the town is not 
dormant we would state that during the year we have organized a State bank with a 
cash capital of $25000, backed by some of the wealthy capitilists of St. Paul whose 
keen foresight fore-saw it was a good field to do a banking business and with the 
assistance of our business men who had long felt the need of a home Bank, 
immediately raised the amount and will open Feby. 1“, as the “State Bank of Good 
Thunder.” A. Wilmont, Cashier W. H. McGrew, Pres. with a resident Board of 
Directors. We predict it a financial institution that will stand second to none in the 
county in regard to stability. 

Measures have also been taken toward the incorporation of the village, census taken, 
petition presented and the matter before the Honorable Board of County 
Commissioners. As no one advances no feasible reasons for opposition, it is expected 
that when brought to a vote the question will receive little if any opposition. 

There are other improvements in contemplation and taken as a whole the town is 
progressive and prosperous, with a wide awake energetic class of citizens. 


BRICK CLAY 
Considerable timber is found along the river, but this is not the only wealth that can 
be found in this locality. The soil is admirable adapted to the manufacture of brick 
and extensive beds of clay have been unearthed from which car loads of brick are 
made every year and shipped to all portions of the State. The brick made here is of an 
excellent color and quality being harder than those manufactured at other places in 
Minnesota. This is one of Good Thunder’s leading industries and it will not be many 


years before this industry will reach such proportions that extensive machinery will 
be placed in operation to meet the demand for this brick which is fast becoming a 
favorite in the towns of Southern Minnesota, the demand of which is already 
considerable greater than the output. 


SOIL 
Good Thunder is surrounded by the most fertile soil in the State. Rolling prairie, 
well drained, plenty of timber, never failing water, etc. the soil is a rich black loan a 
trifle sandy admirably adapted to agricultural pursuits. For productiveness and 
fertility, it is unexcelled. 


SOCIETY 
It is peopled by Germans largely, who are thrifty and industrious people. The 
balance are Irish and Americans who are energetic and enterprising citizens and with 
its natural advantage Good Thunder must, in a few years, be one of the wealthiest 
towns in this common wealth. 


CHURCHES AND SCHOOLS 

The churches of the town are represented in the Catholic, Lutheran, Baptist an Seven 
Day Advent denominations, each having comfortable houses of worship and quite 
large congregations. We must not forget to mention in this connection, the Y. P. S. C. 
El; which through less than a year old, has a good membership, is doing good work 
and is here to stay. Of our schools too much can not be said. It ranks second to none 
in the county and is presided over by an excellent corps of teachers: A. T. Stilwell, 
Princ., Chas Hawes and Miss. Alice Roberts, Assistants. 


BUSINESS INTEREST 

Good Thunder is a fine business center and the varied interests of the town embrace 
nearly all lines of business and the trades are well represented. Outside parties are 
watching with interest our continual growth and prosperity, and each year brings 
some new arrivals to our midst. The town as a whole is alive, energetic place. Its 
business men are men of push and enterprise, its citizens are wide awake and no 
opportunity is lost whereby its interests may be benefited or its value enhanced. The 
future outlook seems to be bright and prosperous. 

Starting from nothing we have gradually advanced in size and resources and with 
our superior location and our advantages, there is no reason why in time we should 
not rank among the first towns of the county. 
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